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The Messina Waterfront Masterplan and 
Polycentre is a two-stage competition winning 
design for Messina, Sicily undertaken by 
Urban Future Organisation in association with 
urban consultants Camerana and Associates 
and Favero e Milan Engineering, with Andrew 
Yau as lead designer. The project addressed 
a number of critical questions facing historic 
Mediterranean coastal cities. These included: 
How can sustainable social and economic 
urban development be stimulated in balance 
with the sea and natural environment? 
How can sustainable social and economic 
urban development be stimulated without 
undermining a city’s historic identity? How 
can existing urban culture and ways of life be 
enhanced? How can a Mediterranean climate 
be maximized for day lighting, ventilation and 
energy harvesting? The core of the design 
approach was the development of four layered 
urban fields incorporating environmental 
strategies to engage with and extend the 
existing city. These were an infrastructural 
system of urban parks and natural-recreational 
attractors, green residential and commercial 
interventions, public spaces at a pedestrian 
scale and a new coastal field. This was 
strategically completed with a multi-functional 
Polycentre next to the archaeological remains 
of the 17th century La Real Cittadella and 
Bastion Santo Stefano.
The project is currently awaiting the finalisation 
of geological surveys before going into the 
next phase of implementation.  
2Context
Andrew Yau is a founder member of Urban 
Future Organization (UFO), a global collective 
of architects and self-organised architectural 
practices with a common belief in bottom up 
organisational principles and collaborative 
effort. UFO operates as a network of 
independent practices, each office responding 
to its own locale whilst able to draw on the 
resources of the global collective. 
The common ethos between its members 
is to forge symbiotic relationships between 
people, nature and technology, and to 
combine conceptual sophistication, social 
sensibility and technical innovation with 
practical inventiveness in creating idea driven 
ecological architecture. This project was a 
competition winning design for a masterplan 
and cultural centre for Messina undertaken in 
association with urban consultants Camerana 
and Associates and Favero e Milan 
Engineering. It follows a number of successful 
projects completed by UFO in Messina, 
including the Casa Nicola (2007) and 
Simone Gatto Lemon Factory (2010), both 
nominated as candidates for the prestigious 
international Mies van der Rohe Award. 
Andrew Yau was design director on the 
project. He was responsible for research and 
information gathering from various parties, 
devising the conceptual design strategy and 
convening and co-ordinating the design 
team throughout the competition. The project 
is awaiting the finalisation of geological 
surveys before going into the next phase of 
implementation. Only the competition winning 
drawings are currently available as evidence. 
General Description
In parallel to a new plan for the longest bridge 
in Europe between Messina and Reggio 
Calabria, the City of Messina conducted a 
two-stage competition for the regeneration 
of the city’s waterfront in 2012. This urban 
regeneration project aims to expand the city 
and form new coastal connections to transform 
its currently vast brown fields industrial zone. 
At a stretch of 2.36 km from Marittima Station 
to Via Santa Cecilia, the project covers a total 
of 83 hectares. It is one of the most important 
Italian projects at an international scale 
currently underway.
The City of Messina is well known for its 
fountains and water resources and was known 
as the Gateway to Jerusalem for the Crusades. 
UFO’s competition winning plan seeks to 
provide a dynamic and flexible framework 
for future development of the 83 hectares 
brown fields site, not only emphasizing 
the ecology between future strategies and 
traditions, conventions and heritages, but also 
highlighting local identity with new urban 
water opportunities. (fig.06)
The overall master plan consists of four urban 
layers or fields that incorporate a number of 
environmental strategies. Infrastructural systems 
form the primary field, with urban parks 
and a dynamic nodal distribution of natural-
recreational attractors. The second field is a 
series of green residential and commercial 
interventions, both literal and technological, 
cascading toward the waterfront. From the 
distributed nodes and their projective touristic 
values, a third field organises and connects 
various public spaces on the pedestrian scale. 
A new marina becomes the core economic 
generator of the final coastal field, in parallel 
with a new waterfront broad walk activating 
touristic opportunities alongside new artificial 
beaches. This coastal field is strategically 
finished with a cultural hub, a multi-functional 
Polycentre, at the northern end of the 
development. (fig.10)
Forming an urban pivot between the old 
city and the new coastal interventions of 
new marina and new artificial beaches, the 
Polycentre is a strategic cultural attraction 
and a new landmark for the city. It brings the 
city a series of civic and touristic attractions 
including a concert hall, two cinemas, an 
aquarium, three commercial floors, fifteen 
storeys of offices and a rooftop observatory. 
This 90 m high tower clad in local lava stone 
overlooks the beautiful historic harbour crescent 
and complements Messina’s famous Crusader 
gateway. At its base, a plaza on an elevated 
terrace faces the Messina Straits, providing a 
platform for the outdoor events and festivals 
typical of the region. (fig.08) Entrances into 
the centre slip between crystalline facades, 
channelling flows of people and events in 
an intricate play of inside and outside and 
visually connecting towards the city in multiple 
aspects. (fig.09) The new concert venue is 
an urban incubator for the emerging young 
culture and talents of the city and the aquarium 
capitalises on the region’s maritime experience 
and research. The cinemas and commercial 
floors in the lower part of the tower enhance 
this unique experience for the locals as well as 
the tourists while the rooftop observatory offers 
a magnificent panoramic view of the city and 
the Messina Straits.  
41) To plan for urban growth based on a broad 
ecological vision that projects sustainable 
social and economic urban development in 
balance with the sea and natural environment. 
A focus on social and economic sustainability 
for the future of the city of Messina is 
paramount in the holistic design approach 
developed for this project. The master 
plan consists of four layers of urban fields 
incorporating various environmental strategies 
that engage with and extend the existing 
city. Considering topographical conditions 
and seismic safety zones, the infrastructural 
systems form the primary field with urban parks 
and a dynamic nodal distribution of natural-
recreational attractors. (fig.01, 02) Running 
from south to north, the second field is a 
series of green residential and commercial 
interventions, both literal and technological, 
cascading toward the waterfront, enhancing 
sea breezes towards the city and ensuring 
visual permeability from city to sea. (fig.05) 
From the distributed nodes and their projective 
touristic values, a third field is generated to 
organise and connect various public spaces at 
a pedestrian scale. This takes the form of an 
intricate network of pedestrian pathways with 
greenery and soft landscaping, and deploys 
a series of urban water elements that infiltrate 
various urban attractors as cooling agents. 
(fig.02, 03, 04) A new marina becomes the 
core economic generator of the final coastal 
field, in parallel with a new waterfront broad 
walk activating touristic opportunities alongside 
new artificial beaches. (fig.10) This coastal field 
is strategically finished with a cultural hub, a 
multi-functional Polycentre, at the northern end 
next to the archaeological remains of the 17th 
century La Real Cittadella and Bastion Santo 
Stefano. (fig.07) 
2) To stimulate economic activity while 
enhancing a city’s historic identity 
The master plan seeks to provide a dynamic 
and flexible framework for future development, 
emphasizing the ecology between future 
strategies and traditions, conventions and 
Research Questions
The project addresses a number of critical questions facing historic Mediterranean coastal cities. 
These include: 
1) How can sustainable social and economic urban development be stimulated in balance 
with the sea and natural environment?
2)  How can sustainable social and economic urban development be stimulated without 
undermining a city’s historic identity? 
3)  How can existing urban culture and ways of life be enhanced? 
4)  How can a Mediterranean climate be maximized for day lighting, ventilation and energy 
harvesting? 
Aims and Objectives 
heritages. The City of Messina is known as the 
City of Fountains, for its fountains and water 
resources, and was the Gateway to Jerusalem 
for the Crusades. The project respects these 
historic identities, highlighting them with new 
urban water opportunities and complementing 
Messina’s famous Crusader gateway with a 
new 90m high lava-clad tower. New urban 
water elements infiltrate various urban attractors 
as cooling agents (fig.04) and a new aquarium 
showcases the maritime expertise and research 
in this part of the Mediterranean. While the 
history of the Messina recalls its ancient Greek 
and Crusader heritage, its fabric is relatively 
recent, especially the historical waterfront 
crescent, which was completely rebuilt at the turn 
of last century after a devastating seismic disaster 
in 1908. The Polycentre tower overlooks this 
beautiful historic harbour crescent and its rooftop 
observatory offers a magnificent panoramic view 
of the city and the Messina Straits. (fig.07, 08)  
3) To enhance urban culture and ways of life
The Polycentre brings the city a series of civic 
and touristic attractions including a concert hall, 
two cinemas, an aquarium, three commercial 
floors, fifteen storeys of offices and a rooftop 
observatory. The slow rotational façade of 
the Polycentre emphasises an intricate play of 
interiority and exteriority and curates physical 
connectivity, visual permeability and the dynamic 
flow of visitors towards the city in multiple 
aspects. (fig.09) In front of it, an elevated plaza 
faces the Messina Straits, providing a platform 
for open events and outdoor festivals typical in 
this region. (fig.08) Landscaped terraces connect 
this plaza to the city through a new urban park. 
(fig.07) This new concert venue is an urban 
incubator for the emerging young culture and 
talents of the city. The cinemas and commercial 
floors in the lower part of the tower enhance this 
unique experience for local people and tourists. 
4) To maximize a Mediterranean climate for day 
lighting, ventilation and energy harvesting. 
In this development, the policies and strategies 
of environmental targets are paramount. The 
Polycentre consists of two tapering and slow-
rotating volumes, one tall and one low sharing 
an articulated common entry plaza in-between 
them. (fig.09) The porosity of this entry plaza 
takes advantage of sea breezes and enhances 
the ventilation performance from front to back 
through the two volumes. The atrium of the tall 
building maximises daylight for high-level office 
floors and forms an internal solar chimney 
with lava stone cladding as effective thermal 
mass on the southern façade. The design also 
promotes energy harvesting through a high-
level turbine in the solar chimney and top zone 
photovoltaic panels along the façade. (fig.08) 
This maximises the availability of over 200 
sunny days and over 2490 solar hours per 
annum in the Mediterranean climate. The lower 
building takes up another environmental strategy 
beyond the solar panels covering its roof, and 
incorporates the water filtering system of the 
aquarium as heat exchange to regulate the 
thermal differences between interior spaces and 
aquatic water. A series of street level windmills 
are deployed along the water front promenade 
and the landscaped plaza to provide the energy 
for public spaces such as streetlights and urban 
water interventions. (fig.010)
6Research Methods
The core of the research and design approach 
for the project was the development of 
environmentally driven regeneration strategies 
for the city of Messina, in keeping with its 
historic and cultural identity and drawing on its 
climatic advantages for meeting environmental 
targets. This involved site observation and 
analysis, the gathering of data from numerous 
parties and sources, meetings with local 
authority and other representatives and 
intensive feedback mechanisms between the 
lead designer, small design practices and 
large consulting firms. This included face-to-
face design meetings as well as intensive 
coordination between information and 
computational tools on numerous platforms. 
The exchange of professional knowledge and 
experience was complex in the communication 
and testing of design iterations. Analogue, 
written and sketch information were the 
common ground among team members and 
design was constantly interrogated between 
manual and digital processes. This made 
use of advanced and extensive 3D physical 
modelling and visualisation using Studio 
Max, Rhino and Maya, and their testing 
out against local conditions. The project is 
currently awaiting the conclusion of geological 
surveys before proceeding to the next stage of 
implementation. 
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